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Abstract

For humans, the tree has long been a symbol of immortality and wisdom. Iran has one of
the oldest cultures in which the tree is considered sacred, respected and used in numerous
rituals. Iranian myths and history are filled with events and ceremonies connected to the
holiness of trees. Even today, despite the spread of modern life in Iran and Islam’s general
opposition to popular folk beliefs, sacred trees still exist in most regions of the country and
continue to hold their special functions. It can be claimed that there is almost no village in
Iran without at least one sacred tree. The most famous sacred trees in Iranian folk belief
include cypress, plane tree, palm, wild pistachio (bene), nefus, mulberry, walnut, hawthorn,
wild almond, olive, gudgaz, cedar, azar, tavi, grapevine, and pine. Many of these trees bear
fruit or have medicinal properties, which has given them an important role in people’s
lives for economic or medical reasons. Although there is a wide variety of trees due to
Iran’s diverse geography, their functions, rituals and related beliefs are shared throughout
the country. These beliefs can be grouped into eight themes: trees as symbols of paradise,
trees as representations of God, kings, or holy figures, magical powers of trees, punishment
for harming or cutting trees, sacred trees during holy times, offering gifts or sacrifices to
trees, trees associated with bad omens, and viewing trees as having human-like qualities.
The study shows that because of Iran’s deep cultural history and its dry climate, trees hold
a special importance so much so that they often take on the role of a totem and reach a
level of sanctity and worship. This research is based on the author’s fieldwork and library
sources.
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1. Introduction

The tree, as a mythological symbol, appears in many cultural and religious traditions. Trees
take root and live for hundreds or even thousands of years, which makes them powerful
symbols of immortality and, at the same time, wisdom (Beyrlin, 2007: 117—118). The Book
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of Genesis also refers to the tree of knowledge (John et al., 1999/2000: 141). However, the
most significant factor contributing to the tree’s sacred and venerable status is its association
with immortality (Dubocour, 2008/2009: 9). Another important dimension of human-—tree
relations is phylogeny, in which tribes or communities trace their lineage back to a tree or
plant. In this sense, the tree is regarded as the mythological ancestor of the tribe (ibid.: 167).
Among the ancient Asian cultures that have long held trees to be sacred is Iran. This article
aims to examine contemporary Iranian folk beliefs about trees and, as far as possible, trace
their roots back to ancient mythology. We investigate the shared beliefs about different
types of trees across various regions of Iran and classify the common ritual functions and
characteristics associated with their sacredness.

2. Methodology

To achieve the goals of the study, the authors have used field research methods, traveling to
different parts of Iran to collect and categorize beliefs related to sacred trees. In addition to
fieldwork, relevant library and written sources have also been consulted.

3. Analysis and Discussion

The most well-known rituals of tree worship and plant fertility in ancient Asia are observed
in Mesopotamia (see: Dubocour, 2008: 9; Gray, 1999: 102). However, elements of tree and
plant sacredness can also be found in neighboring ancient cultures, such as ancient Iran.
In ancient Iranian mythology, the mythical importance of trees is linked to the creation of
humans: the first human ancestors, Gayumarth (Kayumars), are said to have originated from
two plants probably rhubarb (Faranbaghdadegi, 1990: 81) called Mashy and Mashyane,
which intertwined and formed a tree whose fruit became the human race (Heinl, 2003:
93). Plants, trees, and their products have always been among the main offerings to the
gods. Plant sacrifices likely appeared later than animal sacrifices (Freud, 1983: 220). Even
before the decree of the Roman Emperor Tiberius, human sacrifices existed alongside plant
offerings (Vermaseren, 2008: 228). The plant portion of these offerings (myazdah) usually
included “the Haoma plant (Indian soma), fruits, and vegetables” (Boyce, 1996, Vol.1:
148). Offering the hom plant is a remnant of the Mithraic ritual (see Jalali Naini, 1993: 23;
Razi, 2002, Vol.1: 146).

Heavenly origin of trees: In the beliefs of people in certain regions, some trees are
considered to have come from heaven. For example, in Lorestan, Ilam, Kurdistan, and
Mamasani, the almond tree is seen as heavenly, and it is believed that the staff of Khidr
and the broom of Fatemeh came from it (Shadabi, 1998: 239; Habibi Fahliani, 1992: 465).
Trees as kings or holy figures: In some parts of Iran, certain trees are regarded as kings
or “Sayyids” (noble) among other trees. For instance, in Azerbaijan, Nahavand, and other
areas, the mulberry tree is considered the king of trees (Afrasiabpour, 2002: 443). In Gilan
and Deylam, people report that until recently, the sycamore (free) tree was worshipped as a
god, which is why it remains highly sacred in Gilan today (Payandeh, 1961: 468).
Magical and medicinal functions of trees: Over time, the sacredness of trees led to beliefs
in their magical or medicinal properties (often folk medicine). In Ilam, for example, the
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“tree of souls” is believed to be connected to the life of all living beings and blooms every
year (Afshar Sistani, 1987: 234). In western Iran, especially Nahavand and Lorestan, if a
child cries excessively, a piece of the child’s shirt is tied to a hawthorn tree to cure them
(Afrasiabpour, 2002: 448). In Bahabad, Fars, and some other regions, it is believed that if
someone falls from a mulberry tree, they will turn into a green donkey (Mousavi, 1983: 37,
Razavi Bahabadi, 2003: 466).

Punishment for harming trees: Cutting or even breaking a branch of certain trees, like
mulberry, hawthorn, wild almond, olive and others, is believed to bring serious harm to
the offender or their family. For example, in Savadkuh (Mazandaran), people believe that
anyone who cuts even a dried branch of the sacred Godgez tree cannot safely return home
(Hedayat, 2000: 105). Trees were also considered sacred during certain times, such as
spring festivals, Wednesdays, Friday nights, and people would celebrate and dance near
them.

4. Conclusion

The tree holds an important and sacred role in Iranian mythology. The most well-known
sacred trees in Iranian folk beliefs include cypress, plane tree, palm, wild pistachio (beneh),
nefus, mulberry, walnut, hawthorn, wild almond, olive, gudgaz, cedar, azar, tavi, grapevine
and pine. Most of these trees either bear fruit or have medicinal properties, and because of
their economic or medical value, they have gained an essential place in human life.

Given the common similar features among them, the folk beliefs surrounding them can be
grouped into several main themes,

1. The idea that trees belong to paradise, and therefore the tools made from them are
also sacred.

2. The belief that a tree can represent God, a king, or a sayyid (a holy figure).

3. The magical functions of trees, such as healing, protecting life, warding off the evil
eye, promoting fertility and blessing the milk of livestock.

4. The punishments for harming or cutting down trees, which may begin with illness
or misfortune and can end in disasters such as the death of the person responsible
or their family.

5. The sacredness of trees during holy or special times. These times, defined by folk
culture or religion, usually include religious festivals (such as the birth of the Prophet
or the Imams), non-religious celebrations (Nowruz, Yalda Night, Chaharshanbe
Suri), religious mourning periods (the Prophet’s death, the martyrdom of the
Imams, especially Tasua and Ashura), specific seasons (spring, summer, winter),
certain hours of the day (early morning, night), specific weekdays (Wednesday,

Thursday night), or certain days of the month (the first day of the month).
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